This software implements a discrete time Markov chain model, used to model transitions between states when the transition probabilities are known a priori. It is highly configurable; the user supplies two text files, a "state transition table" and a "config file", to the Perl script genesis.pl. Given the content of these files, the script generates a set of C++ classes based on the State design pattern, and a main program, which can then be compiled and run. The C++ code generated is based on the specification in the text files. Both multiple branching and bi-directional transitions are allowed.
Introduction
Software simulations cover a huge field, ranging from agent models to differential equationbased systems with an underlying physical model. One class of models which can be simulated are known as Markov models. These are models which have a discrete set of states which can be moved between with defined probabilities; each state has no knowledge of the preceding state(s) encountered. Markov models have recently been used to model prevention and treatment of the hepatitis B virus [1] , bacteria secretion [2] , protein cell binding [3] and the lengths of tree branches [4] .
The majority of published simulation models have been developed to address a specific disease or process, like those available at CISNET [5] . Genesis, however, is a generic discrete-time Markov chain simulator. It models a series of states with specified transition probabilities between those states. It does not have the specific functionality of a more specialised simulator.
Genesis is written in Perl and C++. Other authors have written similar software in other programming languages; for example, packages markovchain [6] and DTMCPack [7] are written in R.
Genesis developed from a microsimulation model written for the investigation of cervical cancer screening by Landy et al [8] . However, like the CISNET models, the model used in Landy et al is optimised for a specific disease and different screening scenarios.
The software has been used initially to look at the natural histories of colorectal cancer in Mexico, which were then used to compare the potential impact of screening programmes [9] .
Although this paper describes the software, more detailed instructions can be found in the README.txt file supplied with it. Figure 1 presents an overview of how the software works and, ultimately, generates results. After downloading from the repository, the steps to run the software are as follows:
Implementation and architecture

1.
Create a suitable "state transition Each line consists of a source state name, sink state name, minimum age, maximum age and finally probability. Here, possible states are occult, symp, treated, normal and cin1. The first line means "if the person is currently in the occult state, and aged 12 or more and less than 20, there is a probability of 0.05 per time interval that they will transition to the symp state". Occult is a "source" state and symp a "sink" or "absorbing" state. The state diagram for this example is shown in Figure 2 . Not shown is the fact that a subject can "transition" from one state to itself, i.e. they can remain in that state. For an environmental process, the 12 and 20 might refer to, for example, the height of sea level or a distance.
Note that if the time interval used is changed, e.g. from years to months, the ages and probabilities will have to be adjusted appropriately.
The final states in this example are treated and symp. This is a particularly simple example as it is uni-directional; lines could be added to the stt.txt file to model the probabilities of leaving these states. Given two states A and B, it is possible to define transition probabilities both for A to B and B to A. In such a case A and B would each be both source and sink states.
Note that the model states generated by this software have the Markov property; a state does not have knowledge of the history the individual had prior to entering that state. This may be undesirable for some simulation scenarios; one solution might be, for example, rather than moving from a cancerous state back to a normal state, moving instead to an in_remission state.
A class diagram of the C++ code produced by this example is shown in Figure 3 . The
Machine class is the means by which client code can connect to the state machine.
For this example, the goNext() function for the occult state/class will have C++ code generated similar to the following pseudocode. R is a number (between 0 and 1) from the random number generator; a new value for R is generated at each age step of the model. In this example, note the implicit probabilities of staying in the occult state. If necessary these can be explicitly stated in the stt.txt file. For example, the first implicit probability listed above is 0.88; this could be given in stt.txt as:
occult occult 12 20 0.88
If this is done (a) it gives confidence that the correct probability for the model to remain in that state has been specified and (b) for a given source state and age range, the software checks that the total of the transition probabilities (including from a state to itself) defined in stt.txt do not exceed a total of 1.
The config.txt file for this example has the content: More details of config.txt, and the default values used if not specified in config.txt, are given in the README.txt file supplied with the distribution. In particular it is possible to specify the same seed to start the random number generator (a default is used here as it is not specified in the example above), or the user's system clock can be used to generate a "random" seed.
Here, the initial age to simulate is 12 time units (each time unit is one year in this example), in steps of 2 time units up to 80. Five individuals will be simulated, one after the other. The random number generator is not reset between individuals.
initialstate:cin1
The desired state to start the simulation in must correspond to a source state in stt.txt.
To generate probabilities between 0 and 1, the standard C++ Mersenne Twister engine is used to sample from a uniform distribution. If, say, a transition probability from state A to state B of 0.2 was specified in stt.txt, that particular transition would occur only if the next random number in the sequence was from 0 (inclusive) to just less than 0.2. If, additionally, a probability of 0.15 was defined for the transition state A to state C, then this would occur if the random number was from 0.2 (inclusive) to just less than 0.35 (=0.2 + 0.15). (The software may not follow this exact ordering).
The output from running the C++ simulation executable is a comma-separated value file, results.csv. This has a header row starting with "ID" (for i th simulation) and then a sequence of numbers (e.g. denoting different ages). The data lines follow. Examples are given in the next section.
Quality control
The software has been functionally tested on Linux and Windows. On Linux, it was compiled with a number of options: If any tests fail, a message will state this fact at the end of the standard output produced.
The file output from the compiled simulation executable is called results.csv. On Windows this can be opened in Excel and the columns of interest examined, e.g. the number of people in each state at a given age. On Linux it is possible to use command-line utilities to do the same, e.g. will show how many people are in each state at the age (or stage) corresponding to the 34 th comma-separated column.
It is possible to run a fast test to ensure that the software is working as planned. Suppose there exists a simple two-state model, with one thousand people, all of whom start in state healthy, and with a 50% chance per time interval that they will transition to state cin1.
Initially the model is run for only one time interval. Then stt.txt might be: 
1000,normal,normal
The first column is the "person" ID. Every person at age 20 will be in the initial, normal state (this can be checked for safety).
On Windows, the resulting columns can be examined in Excel. On Linux, it is possible to find the number of people in each state at age 21: showing that 52.3% of people transitioned into the cin1 state.
If the number of people simulated is then increased to one million, the config.txt file will be as above except for the line number:1000000 In this case the results after one interval (i.e. at age 21) will be similar to those above, but those after two intervals (age 22) will tend towards 75% in cin1.
Software location
Archive Name: GENESIS -the GENEric SImulation System for modelling state transitions. This software was envisaged initially as being used to model disease progression, but it can be used for any situation or field where a discrete set of states exist with defined transition probabilities between those states. Thus it may be possible to model processes from a wide range of fields.
It has been used to model the natural history of colorectal cancer in Mexico. Given known transition probabilities from the literature, a cohort of 1 million individuals was simulated from a given starting age, and their natural histories followed over time. Thus the simulation estimated the number of cancers (including occult (hidden) ones) which would be expected at each time point, assuming there was no medical intervention. With knowledge of the test sensitivity of screening methods, it was then possible to estimate how many of the occult cancers would be detected by screening, and hence how many clinical cancers (and potentially deaths) could be avoided by such screening.
Caution should be used when using config.txt and stt.txt files on Linux supplied from Windows, e.g. from another user. It is best to run such files through the Linux utility dos2unix before running genesis.pl and then compiling. This will prevent Windows ^M metacharacters appearing in simulation.cpp. Note that this is not necessary with the files supplied in the distribution.
For limited support, please contact the author via the email address given on his ORCID page (http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2340-6930). Steps to generate the software and results. 
